This article examines social presence in virtual asynchronous learning communities among foreign language teachers. We present the findings of two studies investigating cross-institutional asynchronous forums created to engage participants in online dialogues regarding their foreign language teacher preparation experiences in and out of the classroom. Both studies took place during Fall 2003 and were conducted between first-time teacher/graduate students in four methodology courses at three large state universities. In the first study, students participated in weekly online exchanges in the form of dialogue journals for reflective teaching. In the second study, students were provided with specific topics to address using a discussion board, related both to theoretical language learning issues as well as pedagogical classroom-related concerns. The data analyzed here consist of the contributions and responses submitted by all participants on their respective online forums. We analyze these data qualitatively using Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, and Archer's (2001) framework in order to gain a better understanding of the element of social presence-specifically affective, interactive, and cohesive indicators as they occur during asynchronous online discussion. This study marks an important contribution to the literature as it examines how virtual discussion takes shape, how the notion of social presence is defined in these foreign language teacher communities, as well as the implications for language teacher education in computer-mediated communication.
INTRODUCTION
While most articles in this issue investigate the use of computer-mediated communication (CMC) for foreign language learning, this paper focuses on the role of CMC in foreign language (FL) teacher education and on how to assist teachers in training programs to create and maintain professional learning communities. In recent years, CMC has been implemented more and more to promote the professional development of future and current FL teachers. One reason for this trend is the importance administrators place on the use of technology in today's classrooms. This development is reflected in the 2002 Program Standards for the Preparation of Foreign Language Teachers (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, 2002) , where ACTFL emphasized the importance of providing future teachers with opportunities to experience computer-enhanced instruction in order to use new technologies for their own teaching. In addition, CMC has been implemented in teacher training to provide an interactive venue for reflection and critical thinking on the one hand and collegial support, advice, and mentoring on the other (Bonk, Hansen, Grabner-Hagen, Lazar, & Mirabelli, 1996; Kamhi-Stein, 2000; Liou, 2001; Pawan, Paulus, Yalcin, & Chang, 2003) .
Using CMC to create a supportive and collegial environment for teachers as described above involves the creation of a community, which is the focus of this article. Lock (2002) defines a community not as an entity or a product. Rather, it is a process, which is fluid in nature. A community evolves through nurturing conditions … It is a supportive and empowering environment that accommodates and is responsive to the members ' actions, interactions, and reactions. (p. 395) While the present discussion of community specifically focuses on the creation of positive functional communities that can enable constructive interaction, reflection, and professional development, there is also dysfunctional behavior in cyberspace that serves to divide and exclude rather than foster community (Kollock & Smith, 1999) , such as swearing or rude language, which is often referred to as flaming (Abrams, 2003) . While communities' behaviors are a worthy topic to investigate, we have chosen to focus our analysis on the discourse functions that may contribute to building constructive networks. Specifically, we explore how CMC can facilitate positive social interactions and the formation of communities for professional growth among FL teachers.
Since current views of learning and knowing emphasize social processes, communities play an important role in learning. Wenger (1998) states that "the learning that is most personally transformative turns out to be the learning that involves membership in … communities of practice" (p. 6). Therefore, it is essential that the act of learning encompass actions, as well as interactions and reflections. Over time, collective learning creates a community of practice, whose foundation is a set of practices reflecting students' social relations as well as their shared pursuits (Wenger, 1998) . In such communities of practice, "things have to be done, relationships worked out, processes invented, situations interpreted, artifacts pro-chological theories and accounts for CMC's potential to enhance as well as hinder an online group's homogeneity, identity, and social processes. Similarly, Baym (1995) argued that complex interactions between the following five factors make CMC interactions unpredictable: (a) external context, (b) temporal structure of the group, (c) infrastructure of the computer system, (d) the purpose for which CMC is used, and (e) the characteristics of the group and its members. Hollingshead and McGrath (1995) proposed a similar model, which places input factors, operating conditions, process variables, and outcome variables in functional relation to each other. Again, complex interactions between these variables are believed to affect the speed and quality of performance in online forums and determine the processes by which participants carry out tasks.
Virtual Learning Communities (VLCs)
If one accepts that social interactions are possible in CMC environments, as the authors of this article do, it is necessary to address the question of why it is important to consider this aspect of online interactions rather than focusing solely on the cognitive growth that can occur in CMC discussions through the exchange of information. According to Luppicini's (2003) classification, there are two types of virtual learning communities (VLC) whose main functions are of a social nature: VLCs of socialization and VLCs of counseling and development. However, social exchanges can also play an important role in VLCs of knowledge building, inquiry, practice, and culture. Most important, social activity in online forums seems to influence cognitive processes. In one model, four out of the five layers needed for effective collaboration relate to the social aspect of interaction: (a) support from the instructor, (b) getting acquainted, (c) establishing communication, and (d) building trust (Hasler-Waters & Napier, 2002) . In addition, Tu & Corry (2002) defined social interaction as a dimension of VLCs that is related to and enhances instruction, while other studies have also offered support for the importance of social activity during CMC (McPherson & Nunes, 2004; Molinari, 2004) .
The belief that the social aspect of CMC is a necessary component of VLCs is also reflected in the detailed framework for the educational use of computer conferencing developed by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2001) . Their framework states that in a virtual environment, learning occurs through the interaction of three core elements: cognitive presence, teaching presence, and social presence. The key element to success is cognitive presence, the learners' ability to engage in critical thinking and construct meaning through interaction. However, cognitive presence cannot be sustained if the participants do not project themselves into the community as genuine people, which Garrison et al. (2001) refer to as social presence. Social presence makes group interactions engaging, which in turn instigates and sustains critical thinking. Consequently, social presence plays an important supporting role in CMC and is thus worthy of further study in VLCs.
In an additional study, Rourke et al. (2001) refined and expanded the concept of social presence and its indicators. According to this modified framework, social presence is divided into affective, interactive, and cohesive categories. It is through the use of the following functions that participants of an online discussion establish their social presence: expression of emotions, use of humor, and self-disclosure [affective] ; continuing a thread, quoting from others' messages, referring explicitly to others' messages, asking questions, complimenting, and expressing appreciation or agreement [interactive]; vocatives, addresses or references to the group using inclusive pronouns, phatics, and salutations [cohesive] . The definitions for each indicator are summarized in Table 1 . In light of these works, it can be said that CMC often fosters social interaction, whether it is used for supportive or educational purposes. As Wellman & Gulia (1999) state: "even when online groups are not designed to be supportive, they tend to be" (p. 173).
Foreign language teachers, especially those in the initial stages of professional development, can benefit from the aforementioned social advantages of VLCs. The support network established within the VLC can be a source of encouragement, corroboration, and cognitive growth both during the assigned discussions and during later semesters after teachers have established friendships through the VLCs. During the online discussions, the VLCs help students to establish and shape their identities as foreign language teachers as well as encourage higherlevel thinking. From the relationships forged online, teachers can continue to consult with each other about teaching, language questions, or issues that may arise during their future teaching careers. Nonnative speakers may, for example, use their native speaker contacts as a language or culture resource, or teachers could brainstorm various teaching lessons together. In addition to these social benefits, after using CMC beginning teachers are more prepared to integrate it into their FL classes. Most important, CMC is a convenient tool to connect FL learners with the target culture and its people. In no other field has CMC had the potential to enhance instruction so dramatically since communication is at the core of both FL instruction and CMC. In addition, CMC provides an environment where communication in the FL tends to be more linguistically complex (e.g., Chun, 1994; Van Handle & Corl, 1998) , more evenly distributed among participants (e.g., Warschauer, 1996) , and evoke less nervousness (e.g., Beauvois, 1998; Pérez, 2003) . By first giving FL teachers the opportunity to learn with CMC themselves, they are more likely to use it for their own teaching (Lam, 2000) , which means that more students will experience the many benefits of CMC.
METHODOLOGY

Context
The purpose of this paper is to provide an in-depth investigation and analysis of social construction in two different online communities and to examine the outcomes and implications of this construction. To our knowledge, there are no previous studies examining the role CMC plays in developing social presence across state and university boundaries to the end of fostering more effective FL teacher development communities. The goal of this article, then, is to examine how these communities develop in the context of teacher education courses, and how they can benefit the new teachers as they participate in these VLCs. The following section reports the findings of two studies, both of which sought to explore how online interlocutors relate to each other socially. Both studies discussed in this paper took place during the Fall 2003 academic semester and were conducted between first-time teacher/graduate students in four foreign-language teaching methodology courses at three large state universities in the southeastern United States. In the first study discussed here, students from the University #1 (U1) and the University #2 (U2) participated in weekly online exchanges in the form of dialogue journals for reflective teaching. Educators have long recognized the positive effects of self-reflection practices in teaching, and dialogue journals have been shown to be beneficial in opening channels of communication among learn-ers and providing supportive contexts for their development as teachers (Peyton, 1993) . Student-teachers in this study participated in 10 discussion forums that were open ended in nature. In the second study, a different class of students (with a different professor) from U2 interacted with students from the University #3 (U3). In this case, participants were provided with five specific topics to address using their discussion board, which were related to theoretical language learning issues as well as pedagogical classroom-related concerns.
Analysis
The data presented here are analyzed qualitatively, through an in-depth content analysis of all the electronic postings made by students over the course of the semester. Content analysis has been defined as "the systematic and replicable examination of symbols of communication, which have been assigned numeric values according to valid measurement rules using statistical methods, in order to describe communication, draw inferences about its meaning, or infer from the communication to its context, both of production and consumption" (Riffe, Lacy, & Fico, 1998, p. 22) . This specific method of analysis was employed as a means of generating hypotheses regarding the nature of social interaction in online communities. The data from both studies are analyzed using the social presence framework based on the work of Rourke et al. (2001) , as discussed above. One of the major modifications to this framework was the elimination, within self-disclosure, of comments related to the presentation of details of life outside of class (or the discussion board environment), as the number of comments included within this indicator could potentially be overwhelming given the numerous discussions of teaching and other classroom-based experiences. While we do not discount the value of these interactions in the construction of a social environment, we found that the different nature of the tasks presented to our groups resulted in considerable variety in terms of content. Therefore, to err on the side of caution and to avoid overcoding comments that should not be construed as part of this framework, we eliminated this indicator. For affective interaction, then, we looked primarily at humor, sharing feelings, expressing vulnerability, and comments that can be construed as self-constructive. The latter indicator was one we added as a subcomponent to the vulnerability category due to the high volume of comments about how to improve teaching, although without necessarily expressing vulnerability.
To the interactive category established by Rourke et al., we added the indicators of 'giving advice/seeking opinion.' Again, these were dominant response types seen in our data that we classified as interactive since they, too, along with quoting, agreeing, and the other indicators in this category, serve to enhance the unity of the group and to mutually recognize each others' contributions. Finally, the indicators of cohesive interaction were those stipulated by Rourke et al., with no modifications. These categories were defined and explained in Table 1 , above; examples from the current data set are provided in Table 2 . Given the potential for personal interpretation of the data in qualitative analyses, it was necessary to establish uniform coding among all the authors. After reaching an interrater reliability level of .87 or better in each of the two studies, researchers coded the units of measure, which combined both thematic and syntactical units, and were defined as single ideas or thoughts with no predetermined length. We examined each unit for elements of social presence as established in the described framework in order to determine the frequency of these different elements in both studies. Finally, we calculated social presence density figures for each category and each indicator, as discussed in Rourke et al. in order to compare our two studies in spite of different numbers of participants, threads, and tasks. The social presence density is calculated by dividing the number of instances of an indicator by the total number of words, and multiplying by 1000; this calculation offers a more precise way of examining what percentage or portion of the overall contribution was coded as one of the social responses. The next sections provide details about the methodology, results, and discussion for each of the two studies as we closely examine the notion of social presence.
Study 1-Virtual Electronic Journaling (U1/U2)
In the first study, six students, all FL teachers or teachers in training, ranging in age from 22 to 37 and representing various nationalities (American, French, Italian, and Spanish) participated in a semester-long discussion forum on reflective teaching. Two university graduate seminars-one at U1 and the other at U2-were set up to incorporate an electronic discussion forum in FL methodology courses, focusing on discussion of theoretical issues, historical perspectives, and recent innovations in the field of teaching of foreign languages.
Students were required to post 10 journal entries detailing their teaching experiences on a discussion board (a tool provided by U1), to which all group members had access and could post and respond freely. At the beginning of the semester, students were provided with a calendar of assignments, indicating the due dates for journal entries, as well as some general recommendations about how to structure and format all entries. While we did not want to give the students specific topics or themes to address, we did want to encourage in-depth reflection of their teaching. Therefore, we provided students with some general questions to consider when writing their entries. Based on Richards and Lockhart's (1996) guidelines on reflective teaching, these questions asked students to consider certain themes as they composed their journals, such as the goals of each language lesson and whether they were met; the most and least successful elements of a given period; changes they could make in a specific lesson or to their overall FL teaching philosophy as a result of a classroom experience; and, finally, student reactions to a lesson. There was no requirement about responding to the postings of peers, although the students generally responded frequently to the comments made by their virtual and local classmates.
Study 2 -Virtual Guided Discussions (U2/U3)
For this study, students in a FL methodology course at either U2 or U3 used the discussion board feature of Blackboard to participate in five discussions over the course of one semester. Twenty-three students participated in this study, including new teaching assistants/associates of French, German, and Spanish; native and nonnative speakers of English, and three undergraduate students. The students at U3
were not yet teaching, whereas all but one of the students at U2 were teaching first-semester German. They were divided heterogeneously into groups of four or five with representatives from each university as well as different genders, age groups, target languages, and nationalities.
Each discussion lasted four to five days and focused on a topic provided by the instructors, who did not participate in the discussions. Students were provided with a grading rubric that encouraged them to interact with their group members and actively contribute to the discussions. While the topics represented different tasks (e.g., information exchange and application, evaluation), all of them required participants to make a connection between the theories of FL teaching/learning covered in class and real-life experiences (e.g., their own learning or teaching). For the first discussion, students were asked to get to know each other and discuss the advantages and disadvantages of native and nonnative FL teachers. This topic differed from the others because it had an explicit social component and students were not expected to make reference to any theories or readings. The following topics were provided for discussions 2-5: (a) describe and explain a past learning experience in light of a learning theory, (b) discuss how you have experienced motivation and anxiety when learning a FL and what teachers can do to influence such emotions, (c) introduce and evaluate the textbook you are/will be using, and (d) discuss how to integrate culture into a language class. These topics were all chosen because of their relevance to and great importance in FL classrooms.
RESULTS
Given the inherently different nature of the tasks (unstructured versus structured) involved in these two studies, we present the individual findings for each separately. In the final section we discuss the relevance of each study to the other and the implications that can be drawn from them in combination.
Study 1-U1/U2
Transcripts of the discussions over the semester contained a total of 116 posts from the six students, including original posts, comments and subsequent replies, consisting of a total of 45,290 words. From the 116 posts, comments were coded as social events in the three aforementioned categories of affective, interactive, and cohesive. The reader is referred again to Tables 1 and 2 for details regarding the coding procedure and the specific indicators used, while Table 3 below provides specific data regarding the findings of this study. The theme of each journal was, as mentioned previously, dependent upon the students' own experiences in their classrooms, so it is difficult to identify clear trends over the course of the semester and any social presence differences between journal entries must be viewed cautiously because we cannot account for the variations. Nonetheless, it is interesting to note that the initial preliminary journal entry, which asked students for reflection on their beliefs about language teaching and encouraged very little social interaction, generated a high degree of social density overall, which subsequently leveled out over the course of the semester. Similar patterns emerge, relatively speaking, for the affective, interactive, and cohesive events that make up this total. This trend is consistent with the supposition that students make an effort for the first few weeks to construct their social community, after which it is assumed to be in tact and self-sustaining (see Molinari, 2004) .
Again, though, given that we cannot trace each journal week to a particular theme or topic, in our case it is more beneficial to examine overall totals rather than difference between journal entries or trends developing over time. The overall pattern we observe in the U1/U2 results is that the greatest number of social events occurred in the interactive domain, with a social presence density rating of 8.41 (i.e., an average of 8.41 interactive events per 1,000 words), followed by the affective domain with a rating of 5.92. Finally, cohesive events made up the smallest percentage of the social occurrences, at 2.76 social presence density. Each of the three types of social events is discussed in more detail below.
Affective events are those that express humor, emotion, or self-disclosure. This category accounted for just over one-third of all social events. The most common expression in this category fell under the self-disclosure category, the one which we had coded as self-constructive comments (66 occurrences = a density of 1.46). These comments included students' suggestions on their own performance or critiquing themselves for the benefit of the other students, so that they could learn from each other. For example, one student described a fairly successful class activity, but continued, "The next time I use this activity, however, I plan to include a better example at the top of the page and to explain more thoroughly aloud, to ensure student understanding of the task directions; at first, they were a bit confused about the specific instructions of the activity." Another student, when discussing an activity relating to French vocabulary for jobs and professions that was not a success in his class, reasoned, "Maybe I should have modeled more jobs and given them more vocabulary at the beginning of class. I will try that the next time." In these types of comments, students clearly, after reflecting on their teaching experiences, were critical of their own teaching or ideas. The reflective nature of the task, however, did prompt students to think about, modify, and change elements of their teaching that did not produce successful results. The willingness of students to frequently share these critical comments and thoughts in a public forum was surprising. Unlike traditional journal writing, students put forth their thoughts and experiences for their peers, teachers, and even supervisors to read at both U1 and U2. As a result, students responded with suggestions, helpful comments, and encouragement, all of which established a sense of unity in their virtual community.
Another popular form of expression fell under the emotion category, namely the use of capital letters for emphasis (62 occurrences = a density of 1.37). For example, one student expressed both his frustration and sounded a plea for help as he closed his entry of Journal 7 by asking, or rather, "shouting:" "DOES ANY-ONE HAVE A GOOD WAY TO MAKE SURE THAT EVERYONE IS GETTING PERTINENT INFO OUT OF MY LESSON????" In addition to emphasis through capitalization, we also see in this posting an example of repeated punctuation; thus, both emotional indicators are accounted for by the same utterance. Humorous events were more common in the preliminary journal entries, when students were getting to know each other and taking initial steps in building community, but dwindled as the semester progressed and the conversations became more indepth and task focused. Overall, only 19 instances of humor were expressed (= density of .42). Emoticons were also somewhat popular (= density of .42), most likely as a simple way to convey emotion in the otherwise text-based discussions. Of these, the smiley-face ":)" emoticon was the most popular, although there was a variety of other emoticons. The use of emoticons seemed to occur in phases; if one student used an emoticon, another would follow suit. The same trend occurred at different points during the discussions. While these visual faces were no doubt used to make up for lack of visuals, gestures, and tone of voice, the students found other ways to connect socially and did not resort to emoticons on a regular basis. In fact, Rourke et al. suggested that because emoticons occurred so rarely in their work, other researchers may wish to exclude them from analyses. Through their use of comments of self-disclosure and their use of humor and emotions, the students' virtual interactions enhanced the emotional and affective sense of community and sense of belonging.
Interactive exchanges are those that build and sustain relationships, provide evidence that the others are contributing members of the group, and indicate some kind of interpersonal support. For example, indicators of interactive exchanges often show mutual awareness within the group or recognition of the contributions members make to the group dynamic as a whole. In this category, we coded a total of 378 units, just under half (49.03%) of the overall total social events. The majority of these indicators fell within the recognition subcategory, although mutual awareness indicators were also common. Examples of mutual awareness include using the reply function (= density of 1.15), directly quoting someone's previous message (= density of .33), directing a comment to one specific person (= density of 1.72), or directly referring to previous ideas (= density of 1.13). In other words, students showed an awareness of the on-going nature of the collaborative dialogue by responding to each other's comments rather than initiating new and unrelated threads. The comment below, taken from a response to a response to a student's Journal #5, exemplifies this mutual awareness:
Hi Cyrille, Thanks for your posting. From what I've read about total physical response (TPR) it does involve whole body movement to respond to com-mands. We will be discussing this more in our class on Wednesday. The way my supervising teacher in high school has presented it to me is different from that … .
The discussion on TPR was interesting to follow in that it not only referenced previous ideas, but it also, through a series of exchanges between a pair of students, showed evidence of negotiation and understanding of a concept (TPR). Students were motivated to find out more about the topic and acquire knowledge before relaying the information back to peers on the discussion board. Interactions such as these again show the students' awareness of the constant construction of their online community and the importance of responding and interacting as a group.
The recognition portion of the interactive category involves comments of appreciation and encouragement, asking for advice, expressing agreement, or complimenting another student's ideas or message, all of which again serve to strengthen the interaction between members of the group as a whole. We found evidence of question asking (= density of .99), as well as asking for or offering advice (= density of 1.19); also present (= density of .64) was the act of complimenting peers when they discussed both their positive and negative teaching endeavors. For example, one student offered this support to another, who expressed doubt about the adequacy of his activities: "It sounds like your activities (although they may have been long) were rather successful … . I also like the fact that you had them ask follow-up questions." Other comments focused on ideas for FL teaching strategies, such as "You really had a great idea about the beanie dog! I'll have to borrow that for one of my classes!", while others referred more to the journaling process itself: "Overall a very interesting and thought-provoking journal entry." These comments signal students' awareness of and respect for the other members of the VLC and indicate that they were able to combine their learning with social development and interaction.
Finally, we turn to the cohesive category of indicators, which includes any techniques that serve to "build and sustain a sense of group commitment" (Rourke et al.) , such as using someone's name, referring to the group as "we" or "us," or salutations. While this kind of social interaction comprised the smallest percentage of the overall number of social events, it is nonetheless a crucial component of the development of social community. The most common cohesive technique was referring to someone directly by name; in fact, there were 71 instances coded, by far the most popular cohesive technique (= density of 1.57). Many students, in addition to using the reply feature and referring to explicit content from previous posts, also made mention of the person whose message they referred to ("I second Damiano! What a great idea!") or directed comments specifically at one person ("Thank you very much, Michael"), as well as signing messages with their own names. As time went on, and as students got to know each other better, they seemed to mention peers by name with consistency but less frequently. These additional signals of group cohesion are especially important when we recall that in most discussion board forum software programs, as previously mentioned, us-ers are automatically provided with the option of replying to and quoting previous posts, so these indicators "may be a superficial artifact of conferencing communication rather than a defining indicator of social presence," whereas using someone's name, for example, is "a more conscious and willful effort on the part of the student to interact with others" (Rourke et al.) . Students also used phatic comments and greetings when initiating or closing their posts as a sign of social unity. For example, comments such as "Hi all!" or "Have a great weekend everyone!" served to unify the group in a purely social way, without making reference to any posts or specific ideas.
As has become clear through the discussion of the results of this study, the students involved in this unstructured online journal collaboration did in fact engage in the construction of a social community. In addition to sharing ideas about teaching and their experiences as new teachers, they built relationships with the other members of the group and sustained these relationships over virtually the entire length of the semester. This social connection was undoubtedly essential in students' ability to successfully reflect upon and critique their progress as developing language teachers.
Study 2-U2/U3
Unlike the first study, this virtual interaction incorporated five explicitly assigned topics for participants to discuss, resulting in 469 posts and 88,652 words (see Table 4 ). This format allows us to examine not only overall social presence in the community but also to trace the development of this community through time as the semester progressed. Our discussion focuses on both of these aspects of the VLC.
As illustrated in the data in Table 4 , the total number of instances of social presence steadily increased over each discussion. Specifically, instances of interactive and cohesive utterances increased over the course of the semester: interactive by almost six instances per 1000 words (from density of 12.74 to 18.22) and cohesive by four instances (from density of 9.42 to 13.99). The affective utterances, on the other hand, peaked during the third discussion and then decreased during the fourth and fifth discussions. Affective examples were also the least represented over the five discussions, while interactive utterances were the most common followed by cohesive utterances.
The relatively low number of affective comments in these data could have been due to the types of questions students were discussing. The topics provided by the instructors did not encourage expressions of emotion, which did not necessarily provide opportunities for students to express vulnerability or give themselves self-constructive feedback. Since students from U3 were not teaching yet, students from U2 seldom spoke about their own teaching experiences or how they could improve or change their teaching. If students did speak about themselves, it was more often in the context of sharing past language-learning experiences rather than current teaching experiences. While there were few examples of affective utterances throughout the discussions (= density of 2.73), discussion three had the most examples of capitaliza-tion, repetition of punctuation, emoticons, and vulnerability, and self-constructive comments (= density of 4.54). This topic focused on the students' experiences with motivation and anxiety in their FL classrooms as well as how they think teachers can best deal with these issues. Since the question focused on the emotions of anxiety and motivation, it is possible that students felt more compelled to share their emotions in their postings as they related past experiences to the topic. In the following example, a student shares how she felt about learning French.
[French] was the only class that I was EXCITED about attending, and the only class for which I ENJOYED doing homework. … I am an EXTREME-LY anxious person by nature so it is impossible for me to not stress about doing well in French when it is something I want to be perfect. And I am one of those people who feels like they aren't competent in a subject unless they are perfect in it and know it inside and out.
The capitalization in this posting helped the writer to convey her motivation about learning French as well as her anxiety caused by her desire for perfection. Once the writer initiated sharing vulnerability, the other participants in the discussion felt comfortable sharing their own stories of anxiety, making this discussion especially rich in terms of affective utterances in comparison to the other four discussions.
Cohesive utterances, including vocatives, inclusive pronouns, phatics, and salutations, were the second most common across all discussions (= density of 10.90) and were five times more likely to occur than affective utterances. Both vocatives and inclusive pronouns increased from discussion to discussion with instances of vocatives more than doubling between discussion one and five, while instances of inclusive pronouns almost quadrupled. It is likely that as students felt more comfortable with each other and the format of the discussion itself, they began to feel a greater sense of community within their groups. This solidarity is exemplified by the fact that they addressed each other more often by name and referred to the group as "we" and "us." In the following example, the writer asks his group members a question about culture during the fifth discussion.
Question for everyone … I know that we have already talked about different cultural activities that we can do in the classroom. However, I am still interested in discovering new and meaningful ways in which we as teachers can incorporate this element into our daily teaching. Do you have any ideas? Susan … question … have you ever done anything with food?
In this example, the writer used the pronouns we and us to identify himself first as part of the discussion group and then as a teacher, simultaneously illustrating his membership in two communities. The use of vocatives and inclusive pronouns served the purpose of making the participants feel that they belonged to the learning community within the electronic discussions as well as to the larger community of FL teachers. As the discussion continued, the participants increased their use of vocatives and inclusive pronouns, thus increasing the bonds within the VLC.
Other cohesive tools students used to construct their learning communities were phatics and salutations, which began with high numbers in the first discussion, decreased in the second and third discussion, and then increased again during the fourth and fifth discussions. The high number of phatics and salutations in the first discussion was undoubtedly due to the fact the students were interested in learning about their fellow group members because they had been directed to get to know each other and so included introductions along with their answers to the main question. In the last two discussions, as the students began to get to know each other better, they began including more social comments in their postings. One group, for example, began an entire discussion about what kind of music they listen to in a P.S. section of their postings.
Interactive responses are represented by instances of mutual awareness and recognitions of each other's contributions and were the most common examples of social presence in study 2 (= density of 14.46). In the category of mutual awareness, the use of the reply feature and the references to previously discussed content were the most salient examples of interactive responses. However, as mentioned earlier, Rourke et al. cautioned that the use of the reply feature is possibly not a reliable indicator of social presence because it is often a built-in component of the software, which was the case for this study. Other aspects of mutual awareness, such as directing a comment at an individual or referring to previously mentioned topics, require more effort than clicking on a reply button before responding to someone. Therefore the examples where one student referred to the content of another posting are perhaps more reliable indicators of mutual awareness between postings. Nonetheless, following Rourke et al., we continue to consider all indicators mentioned in their rubric.
Between discussions one and six, the instances of referring to previous content increased, slightly decreased between discussions two and three, and then increased again from discussions three to six. This increase suggests that as students were becoming more familiar with each other, they were also linking the specific content of their postings more often to that of other postings, thus engaging in more interactive exchanges. The following comment about culture shock and teaching culture illustrates how the student made reference to previous comments and then added his own opinion and experience:
In response to the preceding comments, it strikes me that this is a very subjective subject area. Each of you has expressed an opinion based on experience or on information shared by others. I guess that makes sense due to the personal nature of motivation and also response to cultural change. Personally, I can recall experiencing culture shock when I studied in Mexico last summer. … As far as teaching culture goes, … what do you think?
Rather than just express his opinion, this student tried to incorporate his comments into what had already been said and then invites other students to share their views. The more students demonstrated their interest in and awareness of what other members of their group had to contribute, the more likely other students were to express their opinions on various topics.
Recognition is another aspect of interactive responses that builds social presence. Certain aspects of recognition, such as appreciation, complimenting, and encouragement, were not well represented in the discussions; however, asking questions and expressing agreement were not uncommon. Since these discussions consisted mostly of brainstorming ideas about various topics in FL pedagogy, most postings consisted of relaying opinions and experiences about a certain topic and then asking the other group members for their opinion. A student replying to a previous posting would often agree or disagree with the previous posting and then offer his/her opinion. The format of the discussion therefore lent itself to a high number of questions and agreeing, as exemplified in the following example:
What could we do to create a relaxed non-anxious atmosphere among students that are low motivated (not all of course) and are anxious because they have to pass the course and are surrounded by a lot of unknown classmates who can criticize and make fun of their errors? Do you have ideas of how to work in this kind of situation?
In response to your question, Irma, that's not an easy answer in my opinion. I think here in the Spanish section, we have a good thing splitting up the different experience levels.
In the first quote, the student posed a question based on her experience in the FL classroom and then in the posting that followed, a student offered her comments in reference to the question and then continued the discussion. Posing questions helps to keep the discussion moving while illustrating to the other members of the group that their opinion is important and welcome, thus contributing to the establishment of the learning community.
To conclude this section, then, it is again obvious that a social community was undoubtedly developed through these discussions over the course of the semester. Clearly, there are differences between the social communities developed here and in Study 1 above, but it is nonetheless important to recognize that social presence is evident in both forums. In the following discussion, we investigate the differences and similarities observed in the two studies, and discuss some potential implications for future VLCs.
DISCUSSION
It is evident from the above discussions that both studies encouraged the successful development of online VLCs and that participants in these research projects were able to construct and maintain a high degree of social presence through CMC over the course of the semester. Nonetheless, there are differences between the studies that merit further attention for the relation they may have with the nature of the task and the group dynamic. Table 5 provides the data on both stud-ies for side-by-side comparison, while Figure 1 provides a visual comparison of affective, interactive, and cohesive social events between the two study groups. Clearly, in study 1 (U1/U2) the affective presence was considerably higher than in study 2 (U2/U3), whereas the latter dominated in interactive and cohesive measures.
We hypothesize that these differences in social presence density (which accounts and controls for difference in number of comments and number of words) are primarily the result of different task types, namely the structured (Study 2) versus unstructured (Study 1) assignments that participants engaged in, as well as different teaching circumstances for the different groups. As was suggested previously, the students in Study 1 were sharing their personal, and sometimes vulnerable, experiences as new teachers in the classroom, while most members of Study 2 were not teaching yet and therefore discussed more theoretical and abstract issues. In sharing such personal experiences, the students in Study 1 made more of an effort to connect on a personal-or affective-level with their new virtual peers. The humor and emotions they showed represent the way in which they dealt with sharing such personal experiences. On the other hand, the students in Study 2 did not feel quite the level of vulnerability that these students felt, and therefore we see markedly fewer instances of affective interaction.
Alternately, the participants in the U2/U3 study were responding to specific questions, so it is logical that their interactions include far greater percentages of agreements and responses, as the entire nature of their relationship depended on the sharing of ideas and agreeing and disagreeing. Because participants in the U1/U2 study were given a primary goal of discussing themselves and their own experiences in the classroom, the opportunities to agree or disagree, or even refer directly to others' comments, were more limited and less necessary. While the students in Study 2 had far greater social density presence in the interactive domain, showing the high degree to which they connected with each others' ideas on an individual as well as group level, students in Study 1 tended to direct their comments to all members of their group rather than reply to one particular member's comment or posting. The exception to this trend occurred when members chose to make very specific responses at the beginning or end of a message or to relate their own experiences to those of another group member, but this type of interaction was secondary to their primary goal of reflecting on their own growth as teachers.
Differences in the cohesive domain may also be explained by the nature of the task. The participants in Study 2 had far greater interaction overall and, as we have discussed, greater interactive social density; therefore, they had more opportunity to develop the cohesive aspects of their VLC. Since the group members were responding specifically to comments regarding specific ideas, they were more prone to use the names of specific group members. Even greetings and leave takings were more common, given the more conversational nature of their interactions, and the clear back-and-forth turn taking of their tasks. The students in Study 1, while constructing their community, also had the option of viewing their online journal as just that-a journal, albeit one to share. Their task permitted an isolated entry dealing only with their own experiences, and in fact they received no particular instruction regarding the amount or degree of interaction that was expected from the other members of the group. These students, after the first few journals in which they made an effort to establish group cohesion, perhaps assumed the group dynamic had already taken shape. Therefore, the option of addressing other members and making inclusive gestures was not as necessary. This idea parallels findings of other VLC investigations, namely Molinari's (2004) recent work, in which she found that during the first third of the course, social activity dominated the messages but diminished over time. She hypothesized that the social activity at the beginning was aimed at building working relationships (as opposed to friendships) and that once these relationships were established, they could be assumed to be strong.
In Study 2, however, the social presence increased as the semester progressed. Rather than assuming that the group dynamic was formed during the first discussions, as the students may have done in Study 1, the participants in Study 2 continued to nurture their VLC. They also engaged in more social presence as they began to build more and more of a rapport with each other. These results from Study 2 contradict Molinari's (2004) findings and suggest that the participants did not just build working relationships throughout the discussions but also formed friendships, which can provide continuous support during their FL teaching careers. That finding may indicate that the social activity we observed was not just a means to an end (i.e., to make the discussions work) but instead served its own purpose of creating a community.
Of course, we cannot forget that individual differences in students, as well as their past computer experience, can also affect these data. For example, one student who is especially expressive may tend to use capital letters excessively, while another-more versed in CMC interaction-may employ more emoticons than other group members. In spite of these individual differences, though, the results taken from these two studies are still clear. Not only did both groups successfully construct the social presence necessary in any VLC, but, as we also saw, the type of task assigned to students can determine the nature of their social interaction.
Because the participants in this forum were FL teachers, we also looked at their use of different languages in their postings. Since both forums included teachers of different languages, the only common language assumed was English, which the instructors had established as the language for the discussions. Nonetheless, it is interesting to examine if and how foreign language words and expressions were used.
In study 1 (U1/U2), there were 22 instances of the members using FL words on the discussion board. Of these 22 instances, 20 were cases in which teachers explained what they had said or done in class, what they had written on the board, and so forth. Interestingly, in almost all of these situations, the student posting the message translated the foreign word or phrase into English for the other group members, except in the case of very obvious cognates, such as the French word optimiste. It seems that even though the members identified themselves to a certain degree with the language they were teaching, they were nonetheless very aware of the fact that the community to which they belonged was multilingual. In order to maintain this community, it was necessary to translate for the other members, which Wenger (1998) refers to as "practice." Communities are defined by their social context with their own assumptions, conventions, rules of thumb, and procedures, all of which provide structure and meaning to members. Although these "practices" may never be expressed in written form among members, "they are unmistakable signs of membership in communities of practice and are crucial to the success of their enterprises" (p. 47).
The two instances that were not classroom narration cases of FL use also seem to support the idea that the maintenance of community was a concern for the participants. One member, a teacher of French but a native speaker of Italian, ended one of his posts with buona fortuna after a discussion of some classroom problems and possible solutions. He did not translate this, but it was clearly a cohesive community-building device that served only a phatic purpose for the other members of the forum. Lastly, the other instance was by a native speaker of English who, in describing something he wrote in Spanish on the board in his class, unconsciously continued his posting in Spanish for a sentence or two until he realized that he had switched languages. He commented on the switch and then resumed in English. He did not translate this passage for his other group members, although he summarized what he had said in English right afterward. Perhaps for this nonnative speaker, his use of the target language was important for his membership in his other community, the community of Spanish language teachers. Yet when he realized that he was interacting in a community of FL teachers, he immediately reverted back to English to maintain the comprehension and reflection of that community.
In Study 2 (U2/U3), there were 34 examples of FL use. Most of the instances were greetings and goodbyes, and several were made by the same two participants. In addition to the greetings and goodbyes, there were two instances where students talked about food in the FL and five other examples where they used the FL when talking about the textbook or an example (explaining tu vs. usted, for example), similar to the instances in study 1. The remaining 27 examples were all greetings and goodbyes, such as chao, au revoir, à bientôt, wie geht's, que tengais un buen fin de semana, and espero que tengan un buen fin de semana. In only two cases was the phrase translated into English, which also occurred in study 1. However, there was one instance in which someone said goodbye in all three languages. This student was both being inclusive and noting everyone's membership in the FL teacher community. Although the exact meaning of some of these greetings may not be completely clear to someone who does not speak that language, the desired sentiment of the utterance espero que tengan un buen fin de semana, for example, is revealed in the context.
Among the U2 students, the two who wrote in the FL were native speakers, as was everyone else in the class, and among the U3 students, all who wrote in the FL were nonnative speakers of the language they were teaching. From these results, there does not seem to be a trend between native speakers or nonnative speakers utilizing the FL more often. One pattern we did notice was that when one student began using greetings or goodbyes in the target language, other group members would do the same. Therefore, in groups where no one started using the FL, there were fewer examples of its use. Rather than divide the community by using different FLs, this mirroring may have been used to build community.
From the above discussion, it is evident that study 1 and study 2 have differing results in regard to FL use in the discussion boards. While participants in study 1 seemed to consider FL use a disruption in the maintenance of the multilingual community, participants in study 2 employed the FL in greetings and goodbyes to confirm their membership in the discussion board community as well as the community of FL speakers and teachers. While it might be surprising at first that the two studies displayed very different practices concerning the use of FL in the discussion forums, this finding reinforces Wenger's (1998) belief that communities are defined by more than just their participants and institutional contexts. In fact, it is the interaction between their participants that makes communities unique, each with its own set of practices.
As evidenced in the above discussions of social presence and of the FL words used in the postings, the results of our studies hold implications not only for the development of online social communities in general but also for FL teacher education programs, as will be addressed in the concluding section.
CONCLUSION
As was discussed previously, educators have often been wary of using CMC tools because of the fear that such a depersonalized medium would effectively eliminate the possibility of developing social relationships or communities. Research has been conducted, however, documenting that CMC environments can in fact provide an environment that is suitable for building classroom communities and that promotes reaching out to and supporting others (Cole et al., 1998; Haythornthwaite et al., 2000; Kamhi-Stein, 2000; McKenzie & Murphy, 2000; Sengupta, 2001 ). The results of the studies described in this paper contribute to this literature, providing further confirmation that the novice FL teacher communities, which emerged through the use of CMC, are indeed viable communities. In fact, the studies evidence multiple aspects of social presence, including affective, interactive, and cohesive interactions. Further, our findings support the research that has underscored the importance of social activity during CMC interactions (McPherson & Nunes, 2004; Molinari, 2004) since the students involved at U1, U2, and U3 clearly relied on social activity to build their communities during electronic discussions.
In light of these findings, we conclude that CMC is a viable tool for FL teacher education that can and does include social elements; we also conclude that social interaction is a dimension of VLCs that is related to and enhances instruction, as proposed by Tu & Corry (2002) . FL teacher education programs can benefit immensely from continuing the types of projects described here. These kinds of projects allow novice teachers to connect with peers from a variety of language and educational backgrounds, opinions, classroom circumstances, and experiences, and to share and learn together. The social presence evident in these communities demonstrates that students did more than just carry out their assignments. They were also consciously aware of making important connections to other peers involved in the same goal of FL education and actively engaging in the process of developing their community, in spite of differences in space and time.
In addition, the majority of participants in both studies reported that they were encouraged to incorporate CMC and other similar tools into their own language classes after having participated in this project. The benefits of CMC in FL learning are widely documented in this special issue and elsewhere and were not the explicit focus of the projects described in this study. However, if such projects enable teachers in training to develop social presence in their VLCs that helps them to begin to form their identity as FL teachers and provide them with experience in using the technological tools that will benefit their teaching careers, we can only continue to encourage this kind of growth.
Also worth noting is the value of the interaction between teachers of different languages evident in the data. Since both groups consisted of students and beginning teachers of a variety of foreign languages, participants were encouraged to think on a more theoretical level and to discuss issues beyond the scope of their individual textbooks, syllabi, and classrooms. This aspect of the social interaction between students with diverse target languages and in various locations and FL programs is another feature of the type of community that may benefit future projects, especially since many FL education programs are confined to one language department and thus do not permit the students to learn from the experiences of teachers of other languages or from the challenges of teaching other languages.
When planning their own VLCs, FL teacher educators should also consider the differences reported here between these two studies. Unstructured reflective tasks seem to promote more affective interaction, while structured tasks seem to promote interactive and cohesive interactions. Also, we noted a difference in the nature of the interactions depending on whether the participants were currently teaching or not. Perhaps a combination of the two types of interaction would lead to even more successful and effective social community development, allowing learners to share their experiences and vulnerability while simultaneously encouraging the active exchange of opinions and beliefs. Doing so would also benefit new teachers by allowing them to investigate a greater variety of theoretical as well as practical issues in the course of their study, both of which most educators recognize as essential in teacher development.
Finally, as Muirhead (2000) has pointed out, further research is needed to explore the social dimension of CMC. Our sole focus, therefore, was to add to that body of research by exploring the development of social presence in online communities of FL teachers. It was not within the scope of our studies to consider cognitive development and interaction. Nonetheless, cognitive factors are certainly worthy of investigation and analysis. Data from future studies such as these can benefit teacher education by carefully examining virtual interaction in ways that lead to the development of new ideas and theories. Also relevant is the possible, and probable, connection between social presence and cognitive presence because the two are undoubtedly linked and may be even more closely tied together in online learning environments. We would encourage educators of foreign languages, and perhaps even those of other disciplines, to explore these additional paths for research as well as consider increased opportunities to create supportive networks outside of a single university environment for beginning teachers and graduate students.
